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One of the major icons of modern cinema, and hugely influential on pop-culture over the past three decades, Pixar Animation Studios has proved to be an endless source of imagination and delight for children and adults alike. From the Toy Story Trilogy to Brave, The Incredibles to Ratatouille, its films have played a vital role in reminding audiences around the globe of animation’s capacity as both an entertainment and an art form. Every feature sits on the ‘top 50 highest-grossing animated films of all-time’ list, and with over 200 awards to their name, including numerous Oscars, they’re as revered by critics as they are successful at the box-office.





The Films of Pixar Animation Studio offers a one-stop guide to the studio’s entire back catalogue, discussing in-depth the creative choices behind each film, and their place within the wider cinema landscape and animation history. It also offers an insight into their very particular way of working, and the role of the films’ producers, writers, directors and animators on each project, examining their colourful and original use of a folk-tale sensibility, and their unique aesthetic.
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For David Groves and happy memories of talking


movies under Warwick University skies.
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For me, a feature animated film has to have something besides comedy in order for the audience to stay with it and get everything else it has to offer.


– Brad Bird1





The pseudo-information of fiction poses an evolutionary puzzle: why do we not prefer only true information? […] A work of art acts like a playground for the mind, a swing or a slide or a merry-go-round of visual or aural or social pattern.


– Brian Boyd2





Character animation, as opposed to other forms of animation, was built around a vaudeville vocabulary, and remains a graphic trapeze act even today.


– Norman Klein3





It is this sense of wondrous change… that distinguishes the literary fairy tale from the moral story, novella, sentimental tale, and other modern short literary genres.


– Jack Zipes4





If a movie is good… it sucks you into this dream world.


– Randy Thom5
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INTRODUCTION


FROM OBSCURITY TO BEYOND


If you look sharply, when watching Toy Story 3, you’ll catch a fleeting shot that occurs about midway through the film’s running time. The shot is an image of a bee stitched into the rucksack that’s carried by a little girl named Molly. But wait! But why? Because this isn’t just an ordinary, generic bee. Rather, it’s an image of a very particular critter whose name is Wally B. Okay; but why should we be so attentive to this ‘beeish’ detail? Well, it’s because Wally B is no less than the star of Pixar’s first ever short film, The Adventures of Andre and Wally B, which was first screened in 1984. The film, which was not attached to a feature release, had a very low-key premiere and there’s a reference to the event in issue 26 of the subscription publication Bantha Tracks (which was published quarterly by Lucasfilm to promote its movies between 1978 and 1987), where we read the following notice: ‘On Friday August 31st (1984), Ed Catmull from the Computer Graphics division of Lucasfilm, presented (at Lucasfilm) a computer animated film entitled The Adventures of Andre and Wally B which displayed the latest in computer graphics techniques.’6


How many viewers of Pixar’s subsequent films would know about this relatively quiet corner of modern animation history? Relatively speaking? Well, ‘not many’ is probably the correct answer. This fleeting moment of intertextuality, then, reminds us of the now extensive and familiar story-world that Pixar has established over a quarter of a century. The studio’s output, which also encompasses short-film production as well as its core business of feature-film projects, has become a wellspring that the studio is able to refer to, and draw from, in the knowledge that quite a number of fans will easily make the intertextual connections. The unassuming Wally B cameo is a cute one for sure, evidencing the producers’ awareness that there are enough keen-eyed Pixar viewers out there who will enjoy noticing the reference to its earliest fantasy.


Under a starry Parisian sky a rat doubts the value and wisdom of his decision to leave the quiet of life on the farm for the noise of the city. It’s a muted moment in a busy, dynamic and energetic film entitled Ratatouille (2007). As in real life, though, it’s in these quiet, fleeting moments that the most affecting instances of ‘reel’ life are often to be found, and it seems that animation can render such incidents with the particular subtlety and recognisable human sensibility that give authenticity to the ultra-artificial world of the computer-animated film. No matter how much technological wonder is applied, it’s the way in which the human soul is being expressed that we’re really connecting with.


ANIMATION AND A PHILOSOPHICAL MOMENT


It’s fair to say that you never know when you’re going to encounter a bright idea, and that’s as true for the folks who tell the stories as it is for those who watch or read their work.


One of the fascinations of the Pixar Animation studio is how consistently it has animated a particular bright idea which, in fairness, probably seems extremely remote from the popcorn of the multiplex or the realm of the movie-download website where you first saw one of the studio’s films. What am I talking about?


Well, it’s this: Pixar has shown itself to be steeped in the great tradition of American romanticism and, more particularly, in the focus on self-development that emerged during the nineteenth century in North America.


But what is American romanticism, anyway? After all, we’re just talking about a cartoon here. But that’s precisely it. One of the wonders of animation is that, whilst we’re being blissfully entertained and distracted, we’re also being presented with a very specific way of looking at the world.





Before we go any further, then, we had best find ourselves a useful definition of American romanticism. From the brief, easy-to-grasp summary I’ll offer here I think it’s fair to say that you can see the connection to Woody, Remy, Marlin, Russell and other characters in the Pixar story-world. More generally, romanticism can be thought of as an attitude to life and an expression of how it functions (in other words, relationships between people). Critically, it’s an outlook that is a deeply embedded part of the popular American film. In the Oxford Companion to United States History (edited by Paul S Boyer) we’re given the following definition: ‘American romanticism – transcendentalism – pantheism, consciousness to the external world, symbolism in nature and literature, self-development. The Victorian era emphasised self-development and the bildungsroman came out of that.’7


Bildungsroman: it’s the German word for a narrative that charts the spiritual and intellectual growth of a main character. This coming-of-age sensibility certainly informs much of the Pixar storytelling mode. Having very briefly dipped our toe in these more philosophical waters (an opportunity never to be shunned) let’s turn our attention to images and, in the first instance, to the still images that have been generated as a part of Pixar’s conceptual development for each of its films.


If you look at the widely available breadth of illustrated material generated in the development of each Pixar film you’ll conclude, I think, that much of this material, created in service of eventual moving pictures, has the quality of picture-book illustrations. Certainly, the tradition of illustration is an ancient art that reaches back to the people of earliest human history, recording and embellishing their experience and imaginings. Joseph Campbell has written of these earliest illustrations that ‘the pictures on the rocky walls are never at the entrances (of caves) but begin where the light of day is lost and unfold, then, deep within.’8 As a description of something so very ancient, it also sounds as though it’s referring to something familiarly modern.


Key to Pixar’s visual sensibility is the studio’s creative inheritance of the work of various popular visual artists, notably the American illustrator Norman Rockwell. Rockwell worked right in the heart of the twentieth century, often referred to as the ‘American Century’, when American industry and culture dominated the western world. Certainly, a part of this cultural influence came from the popular American movies that exposed large numbers of people to particular American values and narratives. Of Rockwell’s work, much has been written, and it has become a widely known touchstone for many people. His paintings offered his audience a typically romanticised and sentimental perspective on subjects such as childhood and iconic figures recognisable in many communities. Rockwell could also hit harder with his work, notably in a painting such as The Problem We All Live With, or in the sombre, but stirring, series of images entitled The Four Freedoms. It’s reasonable to think, then, that Pixar has a healthy working knowledge and understanding of what Rockwell’s images achieved as images communicating ideas. The two elements are intertwined and inseparable. In the book Norman Rockwell: Pictures for the American People, Thomas Hoving writes that: ‘As America moved forward with its twentieth century agenda it also looked backward drawing on the past to justify its newfound world leadership. Rockwell’s pictures played a role in shaping this sense of the past…’9


Extending the connection between Rockwell’s images and Pixar’s visual identity, a key point to make is about Pixar’s interest in photorealism and the studio’s use of many live-action aesthetic techniques, such as the use of shallow focus, whereby foreground characters are placed in focus and the background is indistinct, thereby allowing the audience to concentrate on the characters above all else at a given moment. The question could be asked, though: why make an animated film if you’re going to mimic the devices of live action so extensively? Clearly such concerns don’t prevent too many people from immersing themselves in the Pixar movie-world.





If you are one of those people who find themselves eternally romanced by movies in all of their varieties of scope and scale, style and subject, then there’s that satisfying moment when you look afresh at the collected work of a director, a producer, a screenwriter, an actor, or perhaps even a studio (from the majors to some smaller outfit for whom you feel a real enthusiasm), and realise how consistently and vividly achieved their productions have been. The achievement might be all the more admirable given the commercial imperatives that underpin popular moviemaking. The movies that you watch repeatedly become worlds unto themselves, entirely self-contained in their artifice yet entirely in rhyme with how we can really feel and think. When you have that moment with a movie (and it happens just as easily with the worlds of literature, music, sport, computer gaming), seeing how it echoes and perhaps enriches the vision of how you would like the world to be, it’s an epiphany that you never forget. The wish fulfilment that’s a part of this experience is key to the popular film.





Animation historian and scholar Maureen Furniss has made a useful observation about a spectrum on which all animated films sit. At one end of the line is animation that mimics reality, whilst at the other we have animated projects that move increasingly towards abstraction and anti-realism of visual forms, plot patterns, character design, and use of sound.


Since its breakout moment in late 1995 with the feature film Toy Story, Pixar Animation Studio’s films have been immensely popular, establishing themselves as stories that audiences have found entertaining and resonant enough for many return visits. I’m sure a lot of us can think of how often young children will repeatedly watch, within a short timeframe, a film they enjoy. Someone in my family enjoys nothing more than going for ‘some peace and quiet’ – which means reclining on the sofa, laptop in place, with the Disney adaptation of Beauty and the Beast playing for the zillionth time. Pixar’s films, in keeping with the tradition of many Hollywood films, are both a great escape from, and great connection to, reality. It’s been documented enough elsewhere how a sense of realism is crucial to the aesthetic of the American popular animated feature. Have a look at the language of this press release announcing new Pixar-produced software. The press release is dated 20 January 2012 and is to promote Pixar’s latest iteration of its proprietary RenderMan software: ‘For two decades Pixar’s Academy Award-winning RenderMan has led the revolution in rendering visual effects and animation, and is the standard for creating the outstanding levels of visual photorealism that audiences expect.’10 The importance of realism to the Pixar film also resides in how it builds its drama and comedy around characters possessed of some believable psychology that’s rooted in cause and effect. Their characters are precisely that because they are more than just groovy visual designs, and surely it’s this human element that contributes so much to the studio’s commercial success.


WHY ANIMATE A STORY?


It’s a long way from a Pixar movie, but let’s start by quoting a useful insight about storytelling that’s been offered up by the American novelist (and occasional screenwriter) Paul Auster, who has written very nicely about film in his novels The Book of Illusions and Man in the Dark. Auster has observed that, ‘This is the power of story: it’s irreducible. It’s the things that we can’t make full sense of that stay with us.’11 This ‘irreducible quality’ plays its part in the way that Pixar’s films stay with their audiences beyond that first viewing. Putting it most simply: the films have the ring of truth about them. But why might this be? Beyond their surface charms, what are the qualities that make Pixar’s stories replay so readily in our memories and prompt us to watch them perhaps more than once or twice, whether by intent or because we catch one of them as we channel surf, only to then find that the task we were about to take care of has been rather delayed due to our sitting perched on the edge of the chair, watching the film until its conclusion.


Before we explore further the storytelling dynamics and allure of Pixar’s work, however, we need to go way, way back into the relative pre-history of it all, to a statement made by a late, great cultural icon, about the world of computing and digital realities.


Here is that statement:





Image computing will explode during the next few years.12





These nine words were spoken by the late Steve Jobs, and they are quoted in a press release dated 3 February 1986. And the occasion of the press release? Well, it was this: for $5,000,000, Steve had recently bought from George (Lucas) what would soon afterwards be named Pixar. Jobs then put up an additional $5,000,000 to fund the nascent company that he now owned. Also quoted in this landmark press release was Ed Catmull who had been working at Lucasfilm in its Computer Graphics division when Jobs bought it up. Talking about computer imaging processing power, Catmull prophetically anticipated our current digital knowledge age commenting that, ‘Society’s ability to generate large amounts of data far exceeds its ability to assimilate this data.’13


These large amounts of data have indeed been assimilated and manipulated in the service of the creation of virtual shapes, colours and movements that have significantly contributed to pushing the pop culture punch of animation to great success, in doing so reminding us of the immense history of creative human visual endeavour. We’ve put a lot of time and energy and resources into making up stories across the last many thousands of years. It’s a history that begins with the paintings our ancestors made on cave and rock walls and it extends through to visually appealing apps on our smartphones.


In Film Comment magazine, a brief piece recently parsed the Pixar identity and made the point that, ‘I doubt that Jobs knew just how explosive the growth of animation would prove to be. From 1989 to 1993, the genre had accounted for less than three per cent of the domestic box office, and 90 per cent of that total was Disney. Thanks to Pixar’s lead, with DreamWorks Animation following in its wake, animation accounted for nearly 15 per cent of total US and Canadian box office from 2007 to the end of November of 2011.’14


THE ROAD TO PIXAR


Boldness of technique, then, was arguably a key characteristic of the initial, primordial version of what would become Pixar; a studio that has sought to apply emerging technologies to established animation and illustration aesthetics and cinematic storytelling in terms of revealing character, presenting action, and maximising the opportunities found in movies for moving between a wide shot and a close-up. Cinematic storytelling is also about what you don’t show. Absence makes the audience’s heart grow fonder for the pieces of a story to be slotted together. Narrative cinema, in terms of characters, tends to encourage the audience to focus on a character who we want to see succeed and overcome obstacles; the very condition that characterises the experience of life that we all share. Stories are our lives, and our lives are stories.


Forty-one years ago, in 1972, at the University of Utah, two young computer scientists named Ed Catmull and Fred Parker worked on what was to become a watershed in filmmaking and, more specifically, in the animation realm. In the history of computer graphic imaging it’s a moment analogous perhaps with the eventual realisation of how to ‘realistically’ render perspective in painting during the Renaissance. Or perhaps it’s up there with Orville and Wilbur Wrights’s adventures in flight.


At the University of Utah, Catmull and Parker had constructed an image of a digital hand and animated it in simple but compelling ways so that a finger was flexed. This important test film is available to view online and it takes you through the process that Catmull and Parker undertook to realise the ‘illusion’. First, a clay model of Catmull’s left hand was made and then marked up into polygons drawn directly onto the clay model. These polygons of intersecting lines were then scanned into the computer, thereby creating a ‘mesh’ version of the hand constructed from the lines of the intersecting polygons. It is the earliest rendered 3D animation and the short film presents this realisation as well as including images of a digitally rendered human face. It indicates, too, the possibility of applying the technology and new creativity to the realm of medicine.





As with all evolutionary processes, one connection leads to another and finally to an emerging sense of quicksilver transformation and sophistication. Suffice to say, several years after the Utah breakthrough, another watershed was reached… although this time not by Catmull and Parker.


In 1979, at the SIGGRAPH (Special Interest Group Graphics) conference, a young computer scientist named Loren Carpenter presented Vol Libre, a short film that he had made entirely using computer software. Its significance lay in it being the first fractal movie in which a virtual camera presented the illusion of apparently moving over a realistic-looking, virtual landscape. Ed Catmull, in his capacity as a Lucasfilm delegate, was so intrigued by Vol Libre that he immediately offered Carpenter a job, and Carpenter’s ‘film’ (graphic sequence) soon became the germ for the way in which the Genesis effect of a planet being born was shown in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan (Nicholas Meyer, 1982), one of ILM’s earliest non-Lucas-produced feature film commissions, which was a watershed moment in the evolution of computer-generated activity in a movie. This film, shortly followed by the release of the technologically pioneering Tron (Steven Lisberger, 1982), Return of the Jedi (Richard Marquand, 1983) and the lesser-known The Last Starfighter (Nick Castle, 1984), began to evidence the emergence and gathering critical mass of computer-generated (CG) images within the broader context of live-action filmmaking. CG, though, was a very expensive form of illusion-making and it would take another ten years before computer-generated (human-generated, really; we never actually say ‘paintbrush-generated’ paintings, do we?) characters, objects and settings achieved true creative legitimacy and economic viability for film producers. It goes without saying that 25 years is an epoch in computer technology timescales and, hence, what was ultra-sophisticated then is now readily available for application on your home computer or even your smartphone.


Begun as a computer hardware and software research department at Lucasfilm in northern California in the early 1980s, Pixar emerged out of filmmaker George Lucas’s special-effects needs. When Lucas realised that, in terms of business practice, he had no need for the company any longer as ILM was expanding and itself working with digital image making, he sold Pixar to Steve Jobs. Of Pixar’s origin point at Lucasfilm, Ed Catmull has said, ‘Ultimately, the various high technology applications of our work diverged from basis filmmaking.’15


Fascinatingly, cultural history is strewn with myriad examples of a group of creatives coming together at a certain place and point in time to work together and inform each other’s endeavours. In retrospect, these may look like prophetic moments, but at the time, no doubt, they seemed like just another day. Only now, with the narrative of history threading through and organising our individual and collective memories, can the embellishments of storytelling transform a reality we could only have really known had we been there. This sense of a key moment of like minds converging certainly has a place in the Pixar pre-history.


The time: the 1970s. The place: the Disney animation studio in Los Angeles and also CalArts (established in 1961 by Walt Disney for training prospective animator employees). Amongst the students present in the class of 1977 were John Lasseter and another aspiring animator named Tim Burton, John Musker, who went on to be an animation director at Disney, and Brad Bird, who would go on to work on the Spielberg-produced Amazing Stories (1985) and Batteries Not Included (Matthew Robbins, 1987) before venturing into The Simpsons and subsequently directing the fabulous animated feature The Iron Giant (1999).


After graduating from CalArts, John Lasseter worked at the Disney studio on films such as The Fox and the Hound (Ted Berman and Richard Rich, 1981) and Mickey’s Christmas Carol (Bunny Mattinson, 1983). As has been well chronicled elsewhere, the Disney studio at the time was experiencing a commercially difficult period as it sought to adjust to the movie-taste climate of the late 1970s and early 1980s; a commercial climate in which the prevailing elements were really characterised by the films produced by Steven Spielberg and George Lucas. During this time, Lasseter began imagining what route animation might next take in the final decades of the twentieth century. After all, animation had been a fundamental origin point for cinema.


Lasseter worked as an animator on the TV film Mickey’s Christmas Carol (1983). Concurrently, for a period of time, in another part of the Disney studio, other animators were working on Tron (Steven Lisberger, 1982). Intrigued by the possibilities that might exist in fusing ‘classical’, hand-drawn animation with the toolset provided by computers, Lasseter wanted to explore further. In 1982, Tron had been released and marked a significant moment in terms of the computer-generated image aesthetic. This was the same year in which Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan (Nicholas Meyer, 1982) came out, featuring the Genesis effect. A pencil and paper, like a computer and a movie camera, are technology. Each of these tools can be used to make tangible the numinous wonders of ideas and emotions. Why not throw them together and see what creatively combusts?


And so, in the early 1980s, Lasseter was able to create, in collaboration with Glen Keane, a short, test-case film (adapting a moment from Maurice Sendak’s book Where the Wild Things Are; a title that was eventually realised as a terrific live-action film directed by Spike Jonze that was steeped in melancholy) that explored the potential in the fusion of ‘traditional’ hand-drawn animation with the potential of computer animation. The proof of concept was produced using MAGI Synthavision.


The test footage begins with a close-up of the word ‘Max’ being written on the wall by Max. The camera pulls back to reveal Max in his familiar ‘wild thing’ outfit from the book. We see his bedroom in its entirety and the camera is high up. His dog then bounds in and Max jumps onto him, and the dog takes cover under the bed, and the camera drops down, and then Max chases the dog out of the room, with the camera tracking the characters as they run downstairs before moving ahead of them and sweeping across the floor. There’s a fluidity to the sequence that anticipates the energy of Pixar’s films. The bedroom setting even suggests the Toy Story films. It’s telling and pertinent, I think, that what they chose to adapt was the work of the late Maurice Sendak. As a writer and illustrator, Sendak has, arguably, become critical to the broader aesthetic sensibility of Pixar. Monsters, Inc (Peter Docter, 2001) might most readily come to mind but, more generally, there is that Sendakian sense of the real world housing other wonders. The work of children’s book authors Chris Van Allsburg and Dr Seuss also offers us an interesting context in which to consider Pixar’s films. No movie is made in a creative vacuum and the echoes of traditions and evolutions find a voice in the next thing that is made.


Lasseter’s choice to test drive new technology by adapting Sendak’s picture book anticipates a now well-established Pixar narrative format in which a boy’s (or man-child’s) sense of his horizons is profoundly changed by the end of a larger-than-life adventure. In essence, this resembles each of Pixar’s movie narratives. It’s an experience that makes sense to all of us, whether we’ve been adventuring in fantasy realms or not.





Ed Catmull had led the effort at Pixar during its time as a part of Lucasfilm, and he had become, and remains, central to its wider, strategic ‘big picture’. The studio began by producing animated content for television commercials, selling products like Listerine and Tropicana, and soon became recognised for its animated short productions, such as Tin Toy and Knick Knack. In 1990, the Pixar image computer hardware was sold off, allowing the company to focus its energies on animation and software development. By 1993, Pixar had 80 employees and a quickly galvanising capacity to consider a long-form, computer-animated project. Pixar was gaining critical mass.


For some, though, computer animation’s development since 1995 – if we treat that year, which saw the release of Toy Story, as a watershed for the feature film industry’s commitment to computer animation – has not evolved the same subtleties as hand-drawn animation did in a shorter timeframe in the early twentieth century. Here’s animation scholar and historian Michael Barrier writing for the Huffington Post: ‘When you think about how Disney went from Steamboat Willie in 1928 to Snow White less than ten years later, I think it’s extremely compressed (growth) that I don’t think computer animation has really approached. What you have instead in computer animation is a continuing elaboration on texture and surfaces and three dimensional space without anything comparable for the characters.’16


Animation, then, is rich with examples that wilfully and brilliantly run counter to the realist aesthetic, instead sharpening our delight in the power of metaphor, of free association, of imagination. You’ve only to watch a film such as The Monk and the Fish (Michael Dudok de Wit, 1994), The Hand (Jiri Trnka, 1965) or Neighbours (Norman McLaren, 1952). We might say that imagination frequently comes to our emotional rescue and that animated films offer a particularly resonant route to this experience.


Understanding and recognising the achievements of animation, therefore, might just be enhanced by engaging with an awareness about certain rules of visual design and aesthetics that can be identified in the movie we’re watching. By extension, we can ask the question, ‘Is the animated film the most cinematic kind of film?’ After all, animation can ‘only’ exist as a film. That’s where its reality is, and it is perhaps the case in terms of computer-animated films that are generated entirely using software (1s and 0s). Of the mystery inherent in a digital system being used by humans in such a way as to conjure the illusion of the mechanised quality of film, John Lasseter (Pixar’s first director and now creative lead) has said, ‘That’s why Pixar films have always had this movie feeling about them. For instance, we invented motion blur for computer animation. The way that a 35mm camera works is that it has a disc that spins – its 180-degree shutter. Half of that disc is clear, and half is solid. As it spins, half of the time it’s exposing the frame, and the frame is still. And when the disc is blank is when the frame advances, and it holds there and is exposed. So there is a look that 35mm has in the way that it blurs, because of this framing. So we studied that and we modelled that into our system when we created motion blur, to get that same look. This was on the first short I created in 1984, The Adventures of André and Wally B. It looked so real, even to myself. But it’s not real because our eyes don’t see motion blur. It’s a limitation of the [film camera’s] lens. This understanding of the limitations of how films are actually made, and then modelling that within the computer, is classic Pixar. In live action, you get that for free, but we had to create it.’17


To put it another way: you can’t go out and see the ‘real’ Woody and Buzz, for example, on the street. The wire-frame character only exists as such in the machine. Indeed, to borrow a phrase, we could say that computer animation offers us the ghost in the machine.


It’s understandably easy to be romanced by the technology and capacities of computer imaging, just as it is by many other technologies that conjure illusion. We can also be romanced by the technique of storytelling traditions, by the varied architectures and shifts of tone, relevance and resonance in a given story. Might stories in fact be the ultimate software? Certainly, the oldest of stories productively manage to reboot themselves across hundreds, or even thousands, of years, and these more ancient tales possess a tangible power that’s rooted in speech, song, dance and images: the very DNA for motion pictures, we might say. ‘Both vaudeville and the cartoon engage the pandemonium of the industrial takeoff after 1870 in Europe and America, when mass culture began a schizoid process: rural nostalgia pitted against the man-made, urban culture.’18


In his book The Origin of Stories, Brian Boyd considers many subjects, including the work of Dr Seuss (the pen name of Theodor Geisel) and what Boyd observes is, I think, very applicable to Pixar’s work. He writes that, ‘Dr Seuss faced a number of recurrent problems in each of his books. He wished to appeal to children and their parents, to first time readers and rereaders. He made his stories as much like play as possible, yet as artful as possible, saturating them with the cognitive toying with pattern that underlies all art. […] And from the first he tries to maximise the benefits of attention and minimise the costs of concentration.’19 This idea of stories and play comes through in Pixar’s movies and, more broadly, across the form of animation. It’s also worth noting that animation is not a genre and never has been. A genre is a set of narrative patterns and character types and ideologies. Interestingly, the popular American film’s tendency towards playfulness has meant that, generally, it gets mistaken for distraction and disengagement with ‘reality’, but often it has proved quite the opposite. Think, too, about how readily a great number of animated characters have come to exist beyond the stories in which they were originally introduced to audiences. We recognise these characters outside of their storyworlds. Of the grand tradition of the American animated film, animation scholar Paul Wells has written that, ‘Against all the odds, animated film remains the ultimate survivor because it adapts best to technological developments, economic difficulty and creative opportunity. The situation is always difficult but animation can work in so many ways, and speak to so many disciplines and visual “needs” it remains the most flexible and progressive form of expression’.20 Intriguingly, then, certain animated characters have become like little gods or talismans. These characters embody values and attitudes that hold emotional appeal for us as well as simply looking just plain cool and intriguing. For many people, Mickey Mouse does not exist as a movie star any longer but, instead, as a logo and as a character in a computer game (Epic Mickey), as the star of a TV series for preschool children, and as a cuddly toy.


At its best we might say that an animated film (of any type, and telling a story set in any genre) restores our sense of how vividly cinema can imagine events rather than merely being a record of ‘characters’ speaking to each other. Indeed, if we’re lucky, the apparent pursuit of visual realism that’s seen in so much cinema as the apogee of creativity might get a run for its money in the world of animation. As scholar Norman Klein notes, ‘Cartoons always adjust their graphics to the audience perception of the time.’21


Indeed, to put Pixar’s work within the broader span of American studio animation, it’s worth noting here how the studio connects back to the tradition of the Disney studio, where they developed characterisation in their feature-film adaptations of fairy tales by combining the characters on offer in the source material with the example of nineteenth-century melodramatic characterisation that influenced so heavily the evolution of popular American cinema in the early twentieth century.


Intriguingly, for each Pixar movie (feature or short) there’s a developmental process at work that’s based around the creation of sketches rendered using pencil, charcoal, pastel sketches and coloured paintings. Models of characters and environments are made, and, ultimately, the images that comprise the completed film, which have the illusion of having been photographed, have been built solely by software and hardware in a virtual context. The computer, then, provides the final iteration of the sketches: just look at how closely the first marker-pen sketch of Mike and Sulley from Monsters, Inc resembles their eventual appearance in the movie.


PIXAR FIXATED


Rather like an attachment one may feel to a sports team, the same is true of the attachment that we can feel towards a particular film or filmmaker. Certainly, any time that a Pixar movie is released, there’s understandably, and necessarily for the studio, a significant amount of media coverage in the weeks surrounding the release as a major part of the promotional activity. This little book attempts to move past those first impressions and constructions based on original reviews and the necessities of marketing ‘hype’. What I want to try and do here is explore how the films resonate with audiences, shot for shot, scene for scene, sequence for sequence. If we can pay attention to specifics rather than generalisations, that might be a good thing.


It’s worth observing that Pixar belongs to a fascinating and longstanding tradition which is that of the American inventor, Benjamin Franklin, who even became the focus of the Disney produced animated short Ben and Me (1953), is an early example of such a fascinating iconic figure. Franklin said of invention (and let’s take this to refer to ideas as well as devices, though of course an idea is a device, too, in many ways) that ‘an investment in knowledge always pays the best interest’.22


The almost mythic status occupied by the American inventor, and their inventor ‘spirit’, is compelling to many, and we can readily name Walt Disney, Bill Gates and Steve Jobs as modern and contemporary emblems of this national fascination. As Arthur C Clarke commented, ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.’23


The Russian filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein was a Disney fan who explained that what he responded to in Walt’s productions was the way he created ‘on the conceptual level of man not yet shackled by logic, reason or experience’.24 This interest in something youthful and somehow fantastical echoes a little the idea of the ‘colours of fantasy’ that the German writer Goethe considered in his work ‘Reflection in Art and in Colour’.25
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